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IN  THE  FORM  OF  A  SERVANT 


A  sermon  preached  at  St,  John's  Church,  Lafayette  Square,  Washington,  D,  C» 
by  the  Rector,  the  Reverend  John  C,  Harper,  on  Palm  Sunday,  April  3,  1966. 

"And  being  found  in  human  form  he  humbled  himself  and  became  obedient  unto 
death,  even  death  on  a  cross,"    (Philippians  2:8) 

I. 

Thus  St,  Paul  writes  of  Palm  Sunday  and  Holy  Week,  of  the  betrayal  and 
the  agony  of  Good  Friday,     It  is,  if  you  will,  the  theme  both  for  this  first 
day  of  Holy  Week  and  for  the  others  which  follow  -  the  arrest  and  the  trial, 
the  denial  and  betrayal  by  those  closest  to  him,  the  meirch  to  the  hill  and 
the  execution  at  its  summit.     Here,  in  a  single,  short  sentence  is  bound 
together  the  whole  meaning  of  the  Passion,  in  a  sense  the  combination  of  its 
tragedy  and  its  glory.     Being  found  in  the  form  of  a  man,  God  in  His  Son 
Jesus  Christ  -  humble  and  quiet  and  obedient  -  went  to  His  death  in  order 
that  men  might  know  how  much  He  cared. 

Beginning  with  Palm  Sunday  and  ending  with  Good  Friday  there  is  such 
a  contrast  in  the  events  not  to  mention  in  the  mood  and  feeling  of  what 
occurred.     Palm  Sunday  with  its  outward  show  and  shouting,  and  yet  Jesus, 
who  humbled  himself  to  ride  upon  a  donkey,  a  King  come  among  men.     The  next 
few  days  of  activity  and  farewell  and  of  a  sacremental  meal,  and  yet  Jesus, 
who  was  left  alone  to  fulfill  the  Father's  will.    Good  Friday  with  the 
surging  crowd  and  its  taunts  and  insults,  and  yet  Jesus,  who  obediently 
suffered  all  this,     "Bearing  the  human  likeness,"  as  St,  Paul  says,  "revealed 
in  human  shape,  he  humbled  himself,  and  in  obedience  accepted  even  death  - 
death  on  a  cross," 

That  is  how  the  events  of  Holy  Week  were  interpreted  a  few  years  later 
by  one  who  believed  that  the  understanding  of  the  events  and  of  the  Man  who 
lived  them  was  of  first  importance,    St,  Paul  wrote  as  he  did  because  he 
found  in  the  death  of  Jesus  the  intimation  of  all  human  experience  -  not 
that  we  necessarily  can  bear  a  death  so  bravely,  not  that  we  can  be  as 
obedient  before  the  will  of  God,  not  that  we  can  endure  pain  quiet? y  and 
without  murmur.    None  of  these  were  the  reasons  why  the  experience  that 
began  with  Palm  Sunday  and  lasted  until  Good  Friday  excited  the  mind  of 
St.  Paul,     But  rather  he  saw  in  the  very  pathos  and  pain  the  one  clear  in- 
timation of  what  God  is  like. 

We  cainnot  be  like  Him  at  all;  we  cannot  hope  to  do  as  He  did  and  bear 
nobly  and  quietly  the  death  of . the  body.     For  St,  Paul  is  writing  of  God  and 
not  of  man;  he  is  talking  about  the  experience  of  God  in  relationship  to  men 
and  to  the  world.     He  writes  of  how  God  came  among  us  -  "as  one  that 
serveth"  -  in  order  that  He  might  show  us  what  He  is  really  like.     It  is  God 
who  revealed  Himself  as  a  man;  it  is  God  who  became  one  of  us  and  knew  our 
loneliness  and  pain;  it  is  God  who  suffered  in  order  that  He  might  prove  to 
us  His  love, 

II 

We  make  a  mistake  when  we  see  only  in  the  tragic  last  days  a  clue  to 
our  own  experience.     At  least,  when  we  begin  only  with  what  we  ourselves 
might  experience,  we  begin  from  the  wrong  end.     For  the  Christian  faith 
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begins  with  God  -  "We  love  Him,  because  He  first  loved  us". "Love  one 
another,  as  I  have  already  loved  you,"    Palm  Sunday,  Holy  Week,  Maundy 
Thursday,  and  Good  Friday  are  events  in  life  of  God,    As  we  come  into 
their  presence,  indeed  as  we  come  into  His  presence,  we  only  then  begin  to 
see  what  He  means  to  us.    It's  as  though  we  see  dimly  through  a  glass  out- 
side to  some  grander  scene;    we  catch  a  glimpse  of  what  lies  beyond,  and 
the  room  in  which  we  stand  fairly  glows. 

We  stand  in  the  corwd  lining  the  roadway  on  Palm  Sunday,  and  instead 
of  seeing  only  the  immediate  scene  -  the  people,  the  palm  branches,  the 
enthusiastic  welcome  along  that  road  to  Jerusalem  -  we  see  beyond  what  is 
at  hand,  and  as  the  Isfeister  passes  by  heading  for  Jerusalem  and  death  we  see 
the  patient  love  of  God,  the  human,  hximble  form  of  the  Divine  Power  coming 
into  oixr  midst.     It  is  only  as  our  vision  is  widened  that  we  understand  the 
meaning  of  what  lies  at  our  feet;  only  as  v/e  see  beyond  the  immediate  events 
to  what  those  events  signify  can  we  be  caught  up  in  them  and  take  them  for 
our  own;     only  as  we  first  go  beyond  our  need  -  do  we  discover  the  meaning 
of  the  Passion  and  of  the  Death,  of  the  agony  and  of  the  glory. 

Let  me  tell  you  a  true  story  which  in  a  curious  way  is  a  parable  of 
Palm  Sunday  and  Holy  Week,     I  heard  it  only  a  short  time  ago  from  one  of  you 
who  was  there  when  it  happened,  and  it  has  moved  me  ever  since  because,  more 
than  the  story,  its  interpretation  points  to  what  we  have  been  saying. 
During  the  worst  of  the  blitz  in  London  in  1940,  while  America  was  still 
neutral  and  while  England  stood  almost  alone  and  indeed  seemed  unable  to 
stand  much  longer,  a  rumor  began  to  circulate  in  London  that  Abraham  Lincoln 
had  returned  to  earth,    Abraham  Lincoln,  I  need  not  remind  you,  is  revered 
almost  as  much  by  the  British  as  he  is  by  us.    Naturally  the  rumor  was  dis- 
counted for  all  the  reasons  one  might  expect,  but  it  persisted  even  among 
those  who  at  first  believed  it  to  be  only  the  wistful  imagination  of  people 
whose  hope  was  fading  fast,    Abraham  Lincoln  returned  to  eaxth  -  impossible! 

Finally,  in  a  kind  of  desperation,  you  might  say,  our  Embassy  sent  a 
man  to  check  in  the  East  End  of  London  where  the  rumor  was  particularly  per- 
sistent.   At  first  it  must  have  seemed  to  the  poor  emissary  so  much  foolish- 
ness as  he  began  to  ask  people  whether  they  had  seen  Abraham  Lincoln,     But  the 
more  he  asked,  the  more  the  answer  was  Yes,     "Yes,"  replied  a  dock  wallop 
(longshoreman)  by  one  of  the  piers,  "I  have  seen  him,"    "Yes,"  answered  a 
woman  in  a  fish  and  chips  shop  along  a  street  strewn  with  rubble  from  the 
previous  night's  bombing,  "He  was  here  last  night,"    Hundreds,  it  appeared 
had  seen  Lincoln,  among  the  debris  and  devestation  of  a  city  which  was  almost 
gone. 

The  rumor  was,  you  might  say,  thus  authenticated.    Then  at  last,  one 
night  during  a  particularly  heavy  air  raid,  he  was  seen  by  his  fellow  Ameri- 
cans,   Only  it  was  not  the  great  Emancipator,  not  Lincoln,  but  it  was  John 
Winant,  our  ambassador,  angular  and  craggy  man  that  he  was,  who  night  after 
night  had  been  leaving  the  embassy  to  go  down  to  the  East  End  to  help  during 
the  bombing,  to  do  what  one  man  could  do  to  help.    He  was  not  Lincoln  of 
course,  but  he  was  like  him  just  the  same.    He  humbled  himself  and  became, 
as  it  were,  obedient  xmto  death  in  order  that  others  might  be  saved.  People 
saw  in  Winant  not  the  person  he  actually  was,  but  the  man  whose  earlier  com- 
passion he  symbolized.     Through  Winant  they  saw  Lincoln,  and  through  Lincoln 
the  meaning  of  love  for  others,  of  one  who  took  the  form  of  a  servant, 

III 

But  that  is  not  quite  the  end  of  the  story.  Shortly  after  all  this 
came  to  light,  John  VJinant  went  one  day  to  the  great  seaport  of  Plymouth, 
which  had  suffered  enormous  damage  during  the  bombing.     He  was  invited  to 
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speak  at  the  inauguration  of  the  Lord  Mayor  of  Plymouth.     He  closed  his 
remarks  that  day  by  quoting  from  Franklin  K,  Lane's  great  soliloquy  as  he 
stood  before  Saint-Gaudens '  statue  of  Abraham  Lincoln  in  Chicago: 

"I  look  at  those  long  arms  and  long  legs,  large 
hands  and  feet,  and  I  think  that  they  represent  the 
physical  strength  of  this  country,  its  power  and  its 
youthful  awkwardness.     Then  I  look  up  at  the  head 
and  see  qualities  which  have  made  the  American  -  the 
strong  chin,  the  noble  brow,  those  sober  and  steadfast 
eyes.    They  were  the  eyes  of  one  who  saw  with  ss^pathy 
and  interpreted  with  common  sense;  they  were  the  eyes 
of  earnest  idealism  limited  and  checked  by  the  possible 
and  the  practicable.     They  were  the  eyes  of  a  truly 
humble  spirit,  whose  ambition  was  not  a  love  for  power, 
but  a  desire  to  be  supremely  useful.     They  were  the  eyes 
of  compassion  and  mercy  and  a  deep  understanding.  They 
saw  far  more  than  they  looked  at.     They  believed  in  far 
more  than  they  saw, " 

And  Winant,  writing  later  to  a  friend  of  his,  added  his  own  words:  "Through 
all  the  months  I  was  stationed  in  London,  before  wear  came  to  us,  I  tried  to 
help  the  British  see  America  through  Lincoln »s  eyes,  "  Who  can  doubt  that  he 
did?    Who  can  doubt  that  men  like  John  Winant  and  other  "heroes  of  the  spirit" 
helped  to  interpret  to  people  what  our  nation  has  stood  for  when  it  has  been 
truly  great? 

Raise  this  now  beyond  Lincoln  and  Winant,  beyond  the  heroism  of  noble 
men,  and  ask  yourself  whether  we  do  not  see  in  Jesus  what  God  is  like,  whether 
in  his  noble  entry  to  Jerusalem  and  the  subsequent  events  of  betrayal,  we  do 
not  see  the  love  of  God  expressed  for  us?    Through  Christ *s  eyes  we  come 
closest  to  God  Himself;  through  Christ »s  willing  surrender,  we  see  what  God 
has  done;  and  through  those  eyes  of  compassion  and  mercy  and  deep  under- 
standing we  see  One  who  still  believes  in  us  and  in  the  power  of  men  to 
follow  Him  to  Calvary  and  beyond! 

Prayer 


Almighty  God,  whose  most  dear  Son  went  not 
up  to  joy  but  first  he  suffered  pain,  and  entered 
not  into  glory  before  he  was  crucified;  Mercifully 
grant  that  we,  walking  in  the  way  of  the  cross, 
may  find  it  none  other  than  the  way  of  life  and 
peace;     through  the  same  thy  Son  Jesus  Christ  our 
Lord,  Amen, 


